Absence of bacteremia and endotoxemia despite contaminated dialyzate.
Fevers associated with hemodialysis have been attributed to the transfer of relatively large endotoxin molecules and/or bacteria from contaminated dialyzate across the dialyzing membrane. We evaluated 27 patients during hollow-fiber dialysis when, due to a malfunction, dialysis fluids contained bacteria and endotoxin at levels previously reported to be associated with pyrogenic reactions. Neither endotoxin nor bacteria was detected in 54 venous and arterial blood specimens collected at the termination of hemodialysis. Temperature elevations did not occur during or within 1/2 hr after dialysis. In an extended study, 20 dialyzers were collected after single patient use and the dialyzate compartment was filled with highly contaminated dialyzate, while the blood compartment was filled with sterile pyrogen-free saline. Following 5 to 7 days incubation, bacteria were present in the blood compartments of 4 of 20 dialyzers, probably due to contamination during dialyzer handling. However, the much smaller endotoxin molecule could not be detected in the absence of bacterial contamination. These results indicate that the intact cellophane membrane is an effective barrier to endotoxin and bacteria under clinical conditions.